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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, March 30th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon, we are interviewing Whit Milligan, Director of
Residence Life at USU. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project.
Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Ms. Milligan.

WM:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at USU, and what positions have you served in during your
USU career?

WM:

I actually started working at USU as a resident assistant or RA in Residence Life in 1986. So, I've
been here since then, and I worked in—within Residence Life and with Housing in pretty much
every position that is in Residence Life. So, from an RA to a hall coordinator to a hall director to
advising the Residence Hall Association, running summer lodging, working for family housing as
an area coordinator, really everything. And so, I kind of worked my way up through to the top, so
now I'm the Director of Residence Life, and it's kind of my baby now. Yeah.
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TW:

So, you touched on it a little bit, but, administratively, what is the role and purpose of Resident
Life at USU, and what services do you and your team perform at Resident Life?

WM:

Yeah. That is a great question and, often, you know, people don't just know about it. We need
face time with people and, like, an opportunity like this to educate them on what it is and what we
do. So, the Residence Life is the key factor that makes living on campus different than living off
campus for students. And it is also the reason that most campuses around the country have a
freshman live-on requirement and, in many cases, a second-year live-on requirement.

[02:18]
It's because of the transitional support and the developmental support that the Residence Life
program provides for, in particular, new incoming students. So, we know that a lot of the learning
and growth that students experience while they're in college take place outside of the classroom,
where they live. And the significant majority of that learning is interpersonal skills, social skills
development, learning autonomy, how to live independently and problem-solve and make
decisions on their own without their parents, you know, without parents getting them up to go to
class.
How are they becoming responsible adults? How are they learning to cook, or are they learning to
navigate relationships at a different level than they did prior to coming to college? All of those
kinds of things are what we provide as a support structure for an education around. So that's a
summary of what Residence Life is all about and, obviously, there's a lot more detail contained
within all of that.
TW:

How many students live in USU housing?

WM:

We have approximately 3,200 single student beds when we're at full occupancy. And then in
family housing, we have about 535 apartments. And so, within that, generally, we'd have married
couples, sometimes a single parent but with a child. And then some apartments have five
children, and some have one child, so an unknown actual number in family housing. But I would
say all in total, just shy of 4,000 people.

[04:18]
TW:

How many resident assistants or RAs are employed by Resident Life?

WM:

We have approximately a hundred RAs for both family housing and single student housing.

TW:

Okay. And is there any USU housing on campus that does not have a resident assistant or is not
working with Resident Life directly?

WM:

No. No. Any what would be considered on-campus housing or university-owned housing has a
connection with the Residence Life program.

TW:

Okay. So, before the outbreak, if you were to get in your time machine and go back to prior to
March 13th, 2020, what were the specific strategies, plans, projects that Resident Life was
working on?

WM:

I would say, generally speaking, our professional staff or pro staff—these are the people who
supervise the resident assistants, and they're full-time, exempt employees of the university, most
of whom actually live on campus as well, live where they work—we work to coach and train and
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support the RAs. Our RAs are our front [line] workers for community development. We want to
have strong communities so that individuals living there understand what it's like to be a member
of a community, what their role is, what their responsibilities are related to that.
[06:15]
They also do a lot of educational and social programming based on our guiding principles. Our
guiding principles for Residence Life are derived from—I'm going to use a lot of acronyms
here—the ACUHO-I [Association of College and University Housing Officers - International]
standards for best practices. And ACUHO-I is our international professional organization for
Housing and Residence Life programs, and it stands for Association of College and University
Housing Officers - International, but that and then the standards for best practices.
Our guiding principles are kind of pared down to a manageable way for us to train our RAs, and
so we list them as personal growth, healthy lifestyles, social responsibility, and academic support.
So those principles guide how we go about enforcing policies, how we go about facilitating
roommate agreement meetings and managing roommate conflicts, how we go about running
student conduct hearings and working with our students with concerns, who may be dealing with
mental health issues. So, all of those kinds of things are at play all the time.
As you can imagine, things are different where people live and where they sleep and where they
just hang out and are themselves. It's different than being in a classroom. It's different than being
at the TSC or in an office. This is home, and so the kinds of things that happen are the kinds of
things that our staff is managing all day, every day as needed, and then also, again, providing
them those opportunities for learning about problem-solving, teaching them how to think
critically and assess what to do next.
[08:22]
We facilitate them working through issues, and we don't just jump in and fix them for them.
We're teaching them life skills. So, I'm not sure if that answered your question, but—
TW:

It did.

WM:

…those are the kinds of things that we work on all the time.

TW:

It really does set up the next question, which is how did the initial, you know, news in March of
2020 affect Resident Life as far as the onset of COVID in the United States and the actions that
the USU administration had made? And what did that mean for Resident Life based on all of
what you just said?

WM:

Yeah. It had a pretty drastic, rapid impact on us. We worked hand in hand with Housing Services.
We wouldn't exist without Housing. They actually allocate our budget to us from the revenue
they generate, but they also wouldn't—they would not exist as university housing without
Residence Life, so we really are hand in hand. So that impact on Housing of many students just
checking out and leaving right then, like, moving home, financially that was a situation that we
had to talk through. Like, how much of a refund do they get? Do they get any? What do we do?
Are we going to be able to lose all this revenue?
And while it's Housing Services that manages that, again, our budget comes from them, so it was
an impact. So, with that, if all of the residents leave, do the RAs then lose their jobs? Do the pro
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staff? Like, we just didn't know how many people were actually going to leave. And we weren't
making people leave, but we just didn't know, and it was a pretty mass exodus for a couple of
months there. But in the end, in single housing, we went from about 3,200 students—I don't even
remember—maybe down to 5- or 600 by the end of the year.
[10:36]
But we were committed to keeping our staff members as employed as possible. We also had
varying degrees of concern by our staff members about COVID itself. Just as with the general
public, some people think it's ridiculous and everyone's overreacting and it's a hoax, to, you
know, a lot of concern and alarm for safety and wellbeing and, "I don't think I can stay here. I'm
going to have to quit my job because it's just not safe for me here" and that kind of thing. And
then how do we respond to students who are also experiencing different levels of concern or
alarm or not and expressing that to the staff? So, it was kind of a mayhem that we were managing
along the way.
TW:

And so, you had mentioned your staff. Did they get reassigned to do other things, or was there a
to-do list of things that you wanted to do but you just never had time, that, all of a sudden, time
was freed up to do that? How was that managed?

WM:

Well, we did put in—we did map out a plan for reassigning to an area that needed more help if
someone's responsibilities dropped so much because of the residents leaving. We mapped out a
plan to be able to do that because we didn't want to have our staffs, staff members lose their jobs.
So, in the end, we didn't really have to do that. We were nearing the end of the semester, and our
jobs are very much semesterly-based. The semester ended the first week of May, so we had a
month and a half, maybe close to two months to get through, but we were able to and still had
enough work just even responding to concerns and implementing sanitizing spaces.

[12:44]
Like, their jobs changed and increased in other ways, so residents may have been leaving, but
now we have all of these policies that we have to start implementing around mask wearing or face
covering wearing and sanitizing. And do we allow guests? So, it kind of just shifted the whole
focus of are we—the big programs that we had planned were just cancelled. How do we do
community anything if our residents may or may not be here? And, you know, it was just a lot of
responding to issues as they arose. We didn't know what to expect, so it wasn't a lot of proactive
planning at that point.
TW:

You had mentioned earlier there was a great exodus after the announcement and the eight-day
shutdown to move to remote classes. What about the funding and the loss of funding, the refunds?
Did Resident Life receive any of the CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security]
money that the university received to make up for the shortfall?

WM:

We, Residence Life, would not have received that directly. It would have been any CARES
money that Housing received, that could then be allocated to us. So, the Executive Director of
Housing Services, John Bostock, would be the one to answer that question, but I can tell you that
going into the next academic year, there was a concern about a budget cut that we were going to
have to plan for, possibly up to, you know, an 18 percent budget cut. And our budget primarily
funds staffing, and so that was a big concern.
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[14:35]
And in the end, President Cockett made the decision that Residence Life, the support and
presence of Residence Life staff in supporting students with mental health concerns and through
all of this, was a priority and made sure that we did not lose any funding for the following
academic year. So, the behind the scenes, how the budget and accounting people worked all of
that out, I don't know. I just know that we didn't have our budget cut the way we had anticipated
we were going to.
TW:

Okay. So, I noticed that you were a member of the COVID task force. What was the role that, as
the head of Resident Life, did you serve on that task force?

WM:

Really, the role that I served was reminding everyone that where students live is different than
where students go to class and go to work. Because a lot of the policies that we were exploring—
what do we do; how to we respond to this; what safeguard do we put in place for that? —makes
sense in spaces where students just go to for a meeting or a class or something. But where they
live, it's like, but what about where they live? How is that going to apply here? What about six
people living in an apartment in really close proximity together, and what about guests? You
know, just really representing and being an advocate for our residents and the staff who all live on
campus.

[16:24]
They, my professional staff who live in, that's their permanent residence, and the family housing
residents. That's where they live, so going home has a different meaning for them than students
who moved up here to live in the residence halls for the semester. They could go to their
permanent home with their parents. So, things like that were really important to keep in the
forefront of those discussions because we needed a lot of guidance for that. So, risk management,
the emergency managers, everybody just talking through that was really important. So that's the
main role I played is advocating for and being a person knowledgeable of these other issues that
wouldn't necessarily be thought of if I wasn't at those meetings.
TW:

So, were there any initial, you know—the initial semester, that spring 2020 semester, were there
any initiatives that came out of the task force that affected Resident Life directly?

WM:

I don't believe there were at that time. I think most of the initiatives were developed over the
summer for implementation for the following fall. But for that spring semester, there were more
internal conversations and decisions being made between Housing and Residence Life for
checking students out of their spaces and normal, you know—people just left without necessarily
checking out.

[18:10]
And if we're worried about COVID, sending RAs in to do checkouts the way we normally do, is
that what we should be doing? How are we going to manage the functions that we're used to
doing and that we have always prioritized as important to them? Do they still need to be done in
that way? Can we just say we're not doing that this year? You know, those are the kinds of things
that we were evaluating during that springtime when so many people left all at once.
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TW:

You mentioned the summer of 2020. What did Resident Life do in preparation for the return of
students in the fall semester of 2020?

WM:

Well, I participated in the task force meetings. We had a morning meeting every day to get
updates on what the state health department were saying. What are CDC guidelines? So, we're
evaluating that, and that was influencing everything that was going on as well. So, you know, we
would hear dates that, "Starting April whatever or June whatever, masks will be required or won't
be required." So those kinds of things, we were watching and talking about at those meetings.
And, again, it was conversations about how do we prepare for students to come back and, you
know, as far as plexiglass windows at all of our area offices. We have eight community offices in
buildings where students live. How do we prepare for that? Each of my different communities,
the professional staff would just sit down and create their own, basically, COVID safety protocols
for their area.

[20:08]
For example, we have items in our area offices that our residents can check out, anything from
DVDs to Switch games to a blender, you know, different kinds of things, sports equipment. And
do we need—we had to have protocols in place for should we allow that anymore. What about
pool equipment where the students live? We have foosball tables and pool tables and ping-pong
tables. Policies around that, disinfecting them when they are brought back in and then before they
go back out, and does it make sense to do it? Is it safer just to say, "Nothing's being checked out
for safety?"
So, we had to come up with protocols around that. We were also thinking about our firepits.
We've got outdoor firepits in a couple of our communities. The students love that, and our
communities are designed to bring people out of their living spaces to interact with each other and
engage and be social. And we want them to do the exact opposite of that for the upcoming year.
We want them to not gather in large groups, keep social distancing. So, coming up with how are
we going to do that?
What does the signage in all of these lounges need to look like in terms of occupancy for a space
where students would normally all gather and hang out to watch a movie together? Now, you can
only have four people in order to keep that social distancing. And who's enforcing that? How are
we enforcing that? It's the RAs that normally enforce policies, and they're the frontline people.
What is the expectation of enforcement for things like that as well as for wearing face coverings
because they're required to wear face coverings in any university building.
[22:05]
So, what's the policy in the residence halls where they live? Within their suite or apartment, their
individual living space that they're renting, they didn't have to wear a face covering. But what if
their roommate was adamant that everyone wears them? So, preparing to manage roommate
conflicts related to what's going on inside their suite. Then the second they step out of their suite
into the hallway, technically, they were supposed to wear a face covering. Those are the kind of
things we were working through and things that we didn't even think of until we got all the
students back. And, like, "Whoa, we didn't think of this. People are doing this. Is this okay? What
do we do?"
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And those meetings were ongoing, and so we could bring up issues as we were seeing them to get
direction from, you know—"What do you want us to do?" I'm not in charge of all of this. I could
say what I think, but, ultimately, I'm going to need the backing of the COVID, you know—the
directors of all of that, saying, "Yes, we are backing you. This is a directive that we're putting out
and an expectation," and then talking about the realities of how it can be enforced.
TW:

And so, this brings up did the RA training evolve, then, as the students came back that fall
semester of 2020?

WM:

Absolutely. And it was stressful, again, going back to RAs feeling different ways about the
situation. Some people feeling, like, "Cool, this is great. I've got this." And some feeling really
worried and, like, "What? You're putting me at risk by telling me that I have to do this as part of
my job." And then getting clarity on what if a student doesn't cooperate? Is that a student code
violation, or is that just a housing violation? And if it's a code violation, how do we address it?
Who does it get bumped up to?

[24:11]
So, working with the Office of Student Conduct and all of that, you know, not knowing the kinds
of things that residents are going to do. The residents are not good at social distancing. You
know, most of these people are freshman. They didn't get a high school graduation because of
COVID. They're finally going to college, and then we're telling them, "You have to wear a face
covering, and you can't gather around the firepit all together, shoulder to shoulder."
Well, they do that anyway, and then what's the RAs role in enforcing that? How do you practice
that? Is it really fair to have a 20-year-old RA saying, "Hey, you hundred students who are
violating this directive from the university? You need to stop it." You know, it felt like, really, the
Residence Life staff were the only ones enforcing anything is what it felt like for a while. And
then the police, like, it's not breaking the law. How do the police or campus security support that?
So, we had to really flesh that out and with the support of Dr. Morales, the Vice President for
Student Affairs. He's my direct supervisor. He really had our back, and he really pushed to help
us get solid answers and clear directives as to what the university expects of me and my staff and
how they're going to back us in doing that. So that all came into play with training and then into
the semester, things that we hadn't anticipated.
TW:

Was there posted signage on wearing masks and social distancing in the dorms?

WM:

Yes. Everywhere. They were everywhere. They were on every floor in multiple places. They
were on the doors as you entered the residence halls. Yeah. There was a lot of signage.

TW:

And as far as you had mentioned something about sanitizing, cleaning, did the facilities and the
janitorial staff beef up the cleaning protocols as well as asking the students to clean after each
use?

[26:23]
WM:

Yes. Very much so. So, our custodial crews are part of our Housing Services colleagues, and they
really did. They increased the number of times they clean common spaces each day and focusing
on high-touch areas like handles on doors coming and going, the front desk area, the public
restrooms within the residence halls. But they did; they stepped that up a lot.
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Also, Housing Services provided us with all of those supplies that we needed for disinfecting
spaces. They put in hand sanitizer stations in all of our residence halls. They made the
disinfecting wipes available for area offices to wipe things down. They provided all of those
things for us. They provided us gloves as much as they could, and then my staff got really good at
tracking some down on Amazon to order so that our RAs could wear gloves while they were
doing rounds. Because they still need to go out and make sure the communities are safe and
secure, so they do rounds at night.
You know, and it was during the time when you don't want to touch anything because you might
get COVID, so they were wearing gloves and face masks. And, you know, do we need to provide
N95s for them if they're going to be doing this kind of thing? Yeah. But the custodians really did
do an amazing job of keeping our spaces clean, extra clean, during that time.
[28:11]
TW:

So, the COVID Containment Team formed. We talked to Valerie Crowley on Monday. I know
they were performing testing. So, when there were positive cases for students who lived in
student housing, how did the quarantine protocols that first academic year of 2020-2021 work,
and what involvement did Resident Life have in those cases?

WM:

Yeah. We worked really closely with the Case Containment Team, and we found very quickly
that we needed to dedicate one person to managing that for us because the numbers were just so
significant. Housing Services had held off a certain number of apartments, I think two or three
percent of our bed spaces, to accommodate potential isolation spaces for students who tested
positive for COVID.
If someone tested positive, they would be required to relocate to an isolation unit, an apartment or
suite depending on where they were, and stay there for the amount of time indicated by the Case
Containment Team. That was generally for 10 days before they could go back. But then all of
their roommates who didn't necessarily test positive but had been exposed to this individual had
to quarantine for two weeks. So, if you have a suite of eight people, one who tests positive and
moves to isolation, the other seven have to quarantine.
And that was happening everywhere, so we had whole floors in quarantine. We had a lot of my
RAs and my staff, because they all live there, that had to quarantine, again, because of potential
exposure to someone who tested positive. So, it was just this mess, just this puzzle of who's
where and who needs what, and how do we get them there? Who does that? How do we manage
all of that?

[30:20]
So, we reassigned one of our professional employees. His name's Matt Anderson. He was our
RHA advisor, and we were restructuring RHA, which is the Residence Hall Association, our
student leadership organization for Residence Life. We were revamping that anyway, and we're
like, this is more of a priority and a need right now, so he was reassigned to manage everything to
do with case containment for Residence Life.
And so, the president offered funding for two team members that he could hire to work with him.
And so, we created that team, that Residence Life COVID Response Team to work directly with
CCI, the Case Containment Team, on, "Here are the positive people." Then Matt and his team
USU COVID-19 2022: WHIT MILLIGAN

8

would reach out to them and say, "Hey, you need to move to isolation. Talk to the quarantine
people." "Hey, you need to stay there." Also, working with dining to make sure meals got
delivered to all these people who now can't go to the dining hall because they're all in isolation or
quarantine.
So, it was a lot, and we had to adjust a lot of things as we went because we—again, a lot of things
that you just don't anticipate. Or, "Oh, that's a really good question. What should we do?" "Okay.
Here's what we're doing," and so a lot of quick action, quick decision-making. Yeah. We got a lot
of support from the president and from Dr. Morales and from risk management just because of all
the questions from my staff, the RAs, who were sending a hundred people out there to go do all
this stuff that is changing daily, literally daily. "Oh, we learned this. We're changing that. You
have to do this starting tomorrow." They just were overwhelmed.
[32:28]
I was able to coordinate a town hall meeting, again, via Zoom, to have the president and James
come and talk to the staff and answer their questions and just make sure they were heard so that
they could hear directly from the most frontline people there are what that experience was like
and what their needs are for support. Yeah. I'm not sure if that answers your question. There's a
lot I could talk about, and I think I kind of got off track.
TW:

No, I thought that was good. So, I had talked to Alan Andersen and John. What kind of hours
were your staff and RAs putting in? I mean, I would imagine that it was more than 40 hours a
week.

WM:

Yeah. It definitely was. So, the RAs are supposed to be part-time, 20 hour a week, half-time
student employment jobs, and it really depended on the area and what all was going on. But the
professional staff, they were definitely working a lot more. And Matt and his team, the Residence
Life COVID Response Team, they were working the most.
Matt, I mean, he was getting people moved around and contacting people till midnight. And, you
know, there was some pressure from parents and from just different places where, you know,
"My student's roommate tested positive. Why haven't they been moved out yet?" "Well, because
it's 11:00 p.m., and we're going to do that in the morning." "Well, that's not acceptable. You need
to do that tonight." So those kinds of pressures were also coming into play in how we needed to
manage that.

[34:19]
And the RAs got a lot of questions in the same way. Like, "What if my roommate isn't abiding by
the mask policy?" Or, "What if my roommate"—oh, that's another thing. We had to change our
guest policy so that guests were not allowed in the building from other buildings and, again, the
RAs has to enforce all of that. So, you couldn't have a guest come into your apartment if they
didn't live there. You just can't do it.
And then it got a lot of pushback and complaints about that, so it kind of shifted to, "Well, you
can have a guest in your apartment if they're from your same building, but you all have to wear
your masks in your apartment if you have a guest." Well, how is that even enforceable? You've
got all of these things are just impossible to enforce in any realistic way, so they were more like,
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"It's advised that you do this. These are the things we're advising you. These are the things that
we're actually going to enforce if we see it."
So, yeah, it was just nonstop. "You can't go in the study room in your building without a mask
on." "But what if I'm the only person in there?" "Well, I guess that's okay, but if someone else
comes in, you have to put your mask on right away." We're not having people stand there and
watch that and enforce that. So, it was just a lot of the slightest situation that comes up, there's a
question about. "Well, what if this?" "Well, then that." "But what about that?" "Then, this." We
just need to make a general statement, and use your best judgement, and do your best, and that's
all we can do.
[36:18]
TW:

So, it sounds like there could be some pretty stressful situations and circumstances. What was the
mental health like for you, your staff, your RAs during that first full academic year?

WM:

You know, it took a pretty significant toll on everyone for all of those reasons I just kind of went
through, but, also, there was never a break from it. And the RAs are also students. They're fulltime students and needing to manage their own lives, not just the lives of their 30 residents or 50
residents.
The professional staff, we actually had several resign. They didn't necessarily state COVID as the
reason, but they weren't able to manage the anxiety on top of just the regular anxiety of this job
anyway. They're just like, "I'm not doing this anymore." So, it had a pretty significant impact.
You know, one of the biggest transitions we had to make was in that March 2020 having to go all
to Zoom meetings when we're all used to, you know—Residence Life staff, we're all really close.
We collaborate together. We love to be together. Just the feeling of there's no way we can
possibly—just so much anxiety came from Zoom meetings. By the time fall semester started, we
were getting better at it, a little more comfortable at it. Everything was done that way, even staff
meetings with RAs. We were told you shouldn't be meeting with your staff in person unless
you're in a space big enough that you can spread out this much, and you have to wear masks.

[38:26]
And so, there's that stress of not being able to engage in person with these people who are kind of
your support group. They're going through the same thing as you, as an RA, but you can't hang
out with them in person. It's just completely contrary to what their jobs are of developing strong
communities, being there, and checking in with residents regularly. We had to ship all of that to
being done via Zoom, and it just wasn't the same thing.
2020, fall 2020, in particular, was a different experience for every person on campus. The
programming that we normally would do, the RAs had to come up with creative ways to bring
our community together via Zoom because we can't gather together. So, they got really creative,
and I worked with Linda Zimmerman and others on campus to create a program approval process
because, in order to do any large-scale kind of program, it had to go through approval. We had to
show that we had done all these mitigative steps to keep people safe and, if we didn't show that in
the proposal, it wouldn't be approved.
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And so, it was just so much work to do any little thing that it was just really crazy. We had to hire
a new professional staff member, mid-fall semester, who came in and only met with his RA in
person, you know. I didn't even meet him in person until three months after he started. And it was
just this crazy, bizarre other—I don't know how to even describe it. It is so strange. We hired new
people and, six months later, "I'm your supervisor. Good to meet you in person." Yeah.
[40:42]
TW:

Given the circumstances, what was the mental health of the residents that were living in US
student housing in that first academic year?

WM:

I would say it varied a lot. Some people had a lot of anxiety about it. A lot of people were really
angry and frustrated about the policies that we were enforcing and, you know, we're ruining their
college experience. "This is my freshman year of college, and you're ruining it because you won't
let me do these things." So, I mean, it was the whole spectrum of impact on students and their
mental health.
I can't help but think all of them had some degree of impact on their mental and emotional
wellbeing and perspective on life at that time. It was just a really bizarre time to be here, and we
talked about them coming back as sophomores. It's kind of their second freshman year because
they could have more of a traditional first-year experience their second year because of that fall
semester. Spring semester let up a little bit—so it has been spring semester '21—because we got
better at how things were being managed. Things started to run more smoothly.

[42:12]
Dining Services got a really, really good handle on the meal delivery for isolation. And, you
know, fewer people were testing positive. They opened the testing center for every day on
campus. So, things shifted a little bit for spring, but that fall semester I think had a pretty
significant impact on everybody, just the isolation of it. Yeah. I'm not sure how to respond to that
otherwise, but everyone was affected by that.
TW:

So, this is a good place to ask. What were the differences in the experience at Residence Life
between the academic year that you just described, 2020-2021, and the academic year 20212022? Was it different, the same, better?

WM:

It was much different and much better. So, the academic year that we're in now—it'd be '21-'22,
so going into fall '21—we were able to do staff training in person. We were actually able to do
our professional staff training retreat. We were actually able to have all of the RAs in one—they
got [unclear] together, and that really—it felt amazing. Some people were still kind of stressed
about it.
I was actually really impressed with how many of them still continued to wear masks because
they were no longer required. They were strongly encouraged going into fall '21. And I think the
Residence Life staff that was here the year prior, during the '20 to '21 year, got really good at
following all of the safety protocols and created really strong habits related to that. If they
returned the next year, they were still very much following those. That was just kind of the
norms. Like, "Why would you not wear a mask?"

[44:35]
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So, they were really good role models for residents and for each other. And the pro staff, we
made a commitment that when we're meeting in person with our staffs, we're all going to wear
masks because that's what is encouraged right now, and we want to support that. That's shifted
now into spring. It's shifted to they're welcome, masks are welcomed, but they're not even
encouraged, so people are loosening up on that a little bit. But it's been a very different year. It's
been a more normal year.
Some of the things that we learned from '20 to '21 that we kept in place, it was kind of cool to go
through in that regard. It's like, oh, well, we can do some of these things via Zoom still, and it's a
lot more convenient. My job, for example, I have meetings all over campus in Old Main and in
TSC and then back in this residence hall and back over here. My staff's spread-out all-over
campus, so I'm just moving around all day.
But Zoom lets me not be late to meetings and not have to leave early to get to a meeting or find a
parking spot because I can meet with them via Zoom from my office. And it's just a much better
use of my time, a lot more efficient. So, some of those kinds of things, we've still incorporated
into our training and then just the way we do things, even into right now and what we're planning
for next year.
[46:20]
TW:

Were there any differences in the way the quarantine cases were handled in the second year of the
pandemic than the first?

WM:

Yes, very much so. So that first year, if someone tested positive, we would move them into an
isolation unit, and everyone that had been exposed would need to quarantine. This year, the
following year, so '21-'22, if someone tested positive, they just would isolate inside their own
suite or apartment. We did not move them, and the roommates were just told to do the same. So
that was so much more manageable.
And it's honestly how things played out off-campus that first year because there wasn't anybody
there to enforce any kind of policy. It's like, "Well, you live there. Just stay there and don't go
out." But we still did our best to make sure people got the support they needed if they needed to
stay in and isolate where they were. But it was much better this year in that respect.

TW:

So, as a USU administrator and, let's say, I think you've already mentioned that COVID did create
or was a catalyst for change at USU and USU Resident Life. What changes do you feel will
become permanent that were made because of or even quickened—maybe they were already in
the works, but they were quickened because of COVID? And what changes happened that will
cease once we get beyond the COVID pandemic?

[48:04]
WM:

Well, as I mentioned, continuing to use Zoom for some of our training and meetings, that will
continue. We learned that we can do that. It was really stressful at the beginning, but we can still
have effective meetings and be collaborative and supportive of each other even if we're not in
person. So that will remain in place as an option for some meetings and trainings, and I think that
that's really valuable.
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Another thing that comes to mind is for our RAs. As they're planning their larger-scale activities,
we've kept in place some of those mitigation plans that were developed for COVID because those
are just good, solid safety practices anyway, so things like what are you—we took into account,
for example, how to provide an option for a person with a disability. We encouraged the staff to
consider that before, but we built it into the plans for COVID program approval because we may
have—you know, for COVID, if we have students who are at higher risk of infection because of
some other immune issue or something like that, what do we have in place for them? How can we
let students who don't feel safe going to an in-person thing, how can we create an opportunity for
them to still participate remotely?
[49:59]
So that is still built in as a part of our programming planning process now. It's just more
inclusive, and that was sparked by COVID, the plans that we had to make there. Let's see. I'm
sure there are more. I would need to kind of look through some of our documents a bit more to
remind me, but those are a couple that come to mind right off.
TGRW: So, speaking to that, would you say COVID gave you a change to figure out what worked and
what didn't in Resident Life?
WM:

Yeah, to some degree. And what are we asking our staff to do? We usually have safety and
cleaning inspections, and that's when the RAs will go into—visit the apartments to check for
cleaning. We want to make sure the students are keeping the facilities well maintained and that, at
the end of the year, they don't have any life forms growing because they haven't cleaned, you
know, cleaning their bathrooms but also looking for safety code violations, so fire code stuff
mostly.
If the university is making policies that say, "Well, we shouldn't be doing these things because it
puts the staff at risk, but we'll have the RAs go do it," like, that is not okay. The RAs are also
people, and we don't want to put them at risk. So how can we conduct those safety and cleaning
inspections in a way that takes that into account?
So, we did learn, you know—we tried a lot of things. We had some students would walk through
with their phones and video, kind of just showing their apartment to us. "Now, go show us this so
that we can see it's clean," so we're watching it through their phone. We learned that that doesn't
work well. It doesn't give us the information we need. But it did challenge us to try a lot of
different things, and I think we did identify cases of things like that, that we could keep using and
things, like, that didn't work and that's not helpful. We're not doing that anymore.

[52:29]
TGRW: So, speaking more broadly about the policies, are there any stories that you can recall of pushback
or even appreciation from students, RAs, faculty, et cetera, during the pandemic?
WM:

Yeah. There are a lot of stories of pushback. There are a lot of those, you know, getting calls. I'd
get calls late at night, you know, from my pro staff on-call saying, "I don't know what to do.
We've got 150 students gathered out around the fire pit. None of them are wearing masks, and
they're not listening to the RAs. What do we do?" That happened frequently, shall we say, and
needing to let the RAs know—because the RAs take their jobs pretty seriously. We're like, "You
shouldn't be putting yourself in a position where you could be hurt or threatened."
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We did have some residents threaten RAs and say derogatory things to them in enforcing policies,
and that was pretty upsetting. We did finally arrange—and, again, we work closely with the
campus police. And we finally were able to arrange, "Okay, if something reaches this level, just
call the campus security or police, and they can come and help manage. And you RAs, you just
walk away. You remind them, in a kind way, about the policy. 'This is a friendly reminder. This is
the policy,' and that's the extent of your responsibility there because, you know, you're a 19-yearold student that you've done your part. Now, let someone else take over."
[54:22]
There's nothing we can do about that because it isn't illegal, and the cops aren't going to come and
break them up. They can just come and maybe influence them more strongly. So those kinds of
things happened a lot. I do know there were some residents who were really grateful when the—
same scenario, but, "Thank you for enforcing that or at least trying to do something about that
because we're following the rule, and we think that they're really important, and we can see that
the staff is doing their best."
TGRW: So, as the pandemic wanes, what would you say have been the most significant lessons you've
learned personally and professionally?
WM:

I would say one of the most important things that I've learned, and I think probably most people
would say this, is that seeing people in person is better. Being able to talk to other humans that
you're working with in person is better, at least to be able to do that sometimes. And for the
nature of my job—mostly my staff's job because my job is quite administrative, and I quite
frankly could work from home most of the time, which I'm going to say I love. I loved working at
home.

[56:09]
It was hard to come back to an office. I felt more productive at home, but I also felt a little guilty
because my staff lives where they work, and I wanted to support them. And I know the kind of
work we do is high stress all the time, even without COVID, because of students and the
challenges that they bring with them, but that's what we're there for. That's the most important
thing is that Zoom is not a replacement for human contact and especially for students living there.
They're there. They need in-person support.
They also need in-person interaction in order to learn skills and how to engage in person. We're
actually seeing that this year. It seems like a lot of our students forgot or never learned how to
talk to people in person, so they're not good at it. They're not confident communicators. They will
avoid seeing someone in person, like someone in authority, partly because of the authority part,
but it's just not a thing that they're good at. But they need to be to go out into the world and be
successful citizens. They need to learn all of that, so that needs to happen.
So, personally and professionally, I think that's what I've learned. Also, that we got this. We can
do hard things. That's kind of our motto. We can and we did. We, Residence Life, is probably the
most adaptable department there is on this campus because we have to be, and we do it. Every
day, we're adapting to something because we—3,500 students that are all dealing with different
things and different issues coming up that, "Huh, I've been here 30 years, and I have never dealt

USU COVID-19 2022: WHIT MILLIGAN

14

with that one yet. Let's talk about it. What does make the most sense?" So, Residence Life can do
it. We just need to remember we can do it.
[58:30]
TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your experience with the COVID pandemic at
USU?

WM:

I think the main thing that I would want to just say is how proud I am of my staff. They just
worked so hard, and they're just so committed to doing a good job and dedicated to our team and
being successful. I just can't say enough about them.
And then just how grateful I am to the leadership that President Cockett provided. I think she did
a really great job of trying to stay on top of and ahead of things. And, like, she was very involved
all the time. She didn't just turn it over to somebody else to take care of. She was in it with us, and
I felt her support and that of Dr. Morales. Those things made a difference for us to be able to do
what we needed to do.

TW:

Well, Ms. Milligan, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your
experiences during the COVID pandemic at USU.

WM:

Thank [you]—

[End recording – 01:00:00]
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